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BOOK REVIEW
WAGE RATE LAWS ON PUBLIC WORKS
Compiled and Annotated Jointly by Esther Ruth Perling and Bertram R. Coen, of the Office of
the General Counsel, under the Direction of Charlie C. McCall, Acting General Counsel for the
Puflic Works Administration.
U. S. Government Printing Office, Washington, D. C., 1939.
Pp. vii, 227. Price 25 cents.

Loans by the Public Works Administration to states or their subdivisions,
to aid in the financing of useful public construction, are extended subject to certain
terms and conditions which, inter alia, guarantee the workman employed on any
public project minimum wage standards, to be fixed in compliance with the laws
of the particular state. To aid the Public Works Administration in determining
whether proposed contracts comply with such laws, an annotated compilation of
all state laws requiring minimum wage provisions to be included in public works
contracts, has been prepared& The annotations include not only court decisions
applying and construing the statutes, but also rulings and opinions of state attorney generals.
Aside from its value to the Public Works Administration, this compilation
affords an opportunity for an interesting study of this particular type of social
legislation. Indeed, these statutes would justify analysis and comparison for
which a m'ere book review is an inadequate vehicle.
Few of the statutes fix definite wage levels. The great majority provide
that workmen in public projects shall be paid the wage rate "prevailing" in the
particular area for "similar" work. A few statutes, as in Illinois, require "just
and reasonable" wages, "enough to provide a standard of living in decency and
comfort." Occasionally the intervals at which payments must be made are fixed,
as well as maximum wages. Usually, determination of the "prevailing" wage is
left to somc administrative body or to the officials entering into the construction
contract. However, a considerable number of statutes set up no machinery at all
for arriving at the amount.
Enforcement provisions of minimum wage laws show varying approaches to
the problem. Some states impose criminal penalties for violations by contractors;
others permit the state to "rescind" or "terminate" contracts if contractors violate
minimum wage provisions; still others permit direct actions by workmen against
contractors for the difference between amounts actually received and the minimum
amount which should have been paid, notwithstanding contracts to receive less.
Several statutes provide that the government may pay to the contractor's employes
the difference between the amount received by them and the minimum amount
due, deducting such payments from any balance owing by the government to the
contractor. In several states a number of these features are combined.
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While all but a very few southern and western states have some form of

minimum wage law governing public construction contracts, most of the enactments
carry provisions which limit the force of the regulations. Thus many states exempt
contracts below certain amounts ranging from $1000 to $5000. Some, as in
Indiana, exempt certain kinds of construction contracts, e. g., those for roads or
bridges, from the operation of the acts. Morover many statutes provide that
government officials may suspend the statutes in times of "emergency."
The compilation is broad in scope, including not only state statutes, but
federal regulations, as well as many local ordinances and laws of the territories
and possessions of the United States. Legislators concerned with adopting or
improving minimum wage laws for public contracts would find profit in comparing ind studying carefully the various forms of minimum wage laws collected
in this booklet.
D. J. FARAGE

